Of all crimes against children, sexual abuse has arguably captured the greatest share of attention from child advocates, professionals, policymakers, and the general public. During the 1980's, increasing numbers of victims were identified each year (American Association for the Protection of Children, 1988 ) and concerns about this crime intensified. However, a dramatic shift in child sexual abuse trends has occurred. Data from child protective services (CPS) agencies across the country indicate that the increases of the 1980's were followed by an extensive period of marked declines in the 1990's. Unfortunately, little effort has been expended to uncover the reasons why fewer cases of child sexual abuse have been identified each year. The decline in child sexual abuse cases is being highlighted as a part of OJJDP's Crimes Against Children Series t o illustrate the importance of tracking and investigating trends in child victimization. This Bulletin uses data from the National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System (NCANDS) and the Annual Fifty State Survey conducted by Prevent Child Abuse America t o present evidence about the decline in reported and substantiated child sexual abuse cases since the early 1990's. Several explanations for the decline are considered, and corresponding policy implications are discussed. + Substantiated cases of child sexual abuse decreased froni a national estimated peak of 149,800 cases in 19!12 to 103,600 cases in 1998, a decline of 31 percent.
+ A decline in substantiated cases has occurred in the majority of States, with no clear regional patteru Out of 47 States with complete data. 36 recorded a derline of more than 30 pt!n:ent since their peak year. The average decline for all States was 37 percmt.
+ For most States. thr decline was gradual.
rather than abrupt. and occ~lrred over several years.
+ Although cases of other types of child maltrtvitment have ;rlso declined in r e crnt years. thc (lcrrtvisc in chiiil scxual . . ~it~clii~cd 16 percisit from ;I 151% peak, ~:r,nq~arrd with n3l-perct,nl dwlinr in child sexual abuse crises.
+ In addition tri tlw dccline in the oumher of s u b s t ;~~~t i a t r t i cases, child scxual ahuse reports also decreased from ail estimated 124.000 i n 19!31 to 315,400 in 1YW a 2(i-jrercmt decline.
+ l'ossihle explan;~tions frx the rlerlinc iuclude a real underlying ileclinr in the incidence of child scxud abuse or changes ill attitodt~s. p~licies. and standards that have reduced tiit, amount of child sexual abuse being reji~irtccl ;rnd suhsti~ntiated. It is i~ossible thiit both of these proctst2s artz affectin2 trcmrls in child sexual abuse.
Substantiated Sexual Abuse
.After a l i y e a r increase (1977-!?2) , national &la show that subsimtiateii cases of child sexual abuse h a w lieen decreasing since ;il)out 1992. Surnrnary data fronl NCANIIS indicate that cases of suhstantiated child sexual ahusr reached an estiinated peak of I49.800 in 19Y2. folli,wr~i by d e c l i~~e s of 2 lo 11 piJrcent each year throo:ii 1998. the last year for wl11~:Ii data a]-e available (figure 1). In 1998. estimated cases of child sexual abuse reached a low nf apprnxirni~tely lO:l,ti00.' 'This is a total decline of 31 1)eri:ent in identified chiid sexual abuse cascs over a (+year pwkrd. [1992] [1993] [1994] [1995] [1996] [1997] [1998] [1999] [2000] .
whole period . the majority of States (36 out of 47 with complete data) experienced a total decline of more than 30 percent in substantiated cases of child sexual abuse from their peak year to the year 1998 (figure 3). Tliere is no clear regioiial pattern to these declines, which have occurred across all areas of the country. 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 Year Source: Authors' analyses of 1987 -98 data (Prevent Child Abuse America, 1987 -98) Broadhurst, 1996 . This study identified a nationally representative sample of counties across the country and surveyed professionals in schools, daycare centers, hospitals, police departments, and CPS offices about cases of observed child rnaltreatment. However, the NIS series, which measured incidence at only three time points (1980, 1986, and 1993) (8) data (6) f @ Sexual abuse decline Physical abuse deciine less than 20% greater (20) more than 2096 greater (4) Source: Authorsanaiyses of 1990-98 data (US. Department of Health and Human Services. 1992 -2000) .
Across the country, an overwhelming majority of States are recording more dramatic declines in child sexual abuse than in other types of maltreatment. Thirty-three States experienced greater declines in substantiated cases of child sexual abuse than in substantiated cases of physical abuse. Thirteen of those States experienced declines in child sexual abuse tl~at were much greater (more than 20 percent greater) than their declines in physical abuse (figure 6). Only four States. on the other hand, recorded much greater declines in their physical abuse cases. .lust as the increase in child sexual abuse cases irr the 1980's outpaced that of physical abuse cases, so their decline in t t~c 1990's appears to be singularly dramatic as well.
Possible Reasons for
Several factors may explain the decline in child sexual abuse cases. These factors generally can he divided into two categories: (1) a real decline in child sexual abuse or (2) changes in attitudes, policies. or standards that result in fewer reports and substantiations. Figure 7 illustrates some of the factors that could reduce the number of reports and suhstantiated cases of child sexual abuse. Although these are alternative explanations of the trend, they are not mutually exclusive. Any or all of these processes could he occurring simultaneously. to trends in child sexual abuse, they do in child sexual abuse and declines in rape, that saw the greatest declines in child not track at the State level. Using correlaviolent crime, child poverty, adolescent sexual abuse were not necessarily the tional procedures, no relationships were pregnancy, and several other child-related States that saw the greatest declines found at the State level between declines indicators." In other words, the States in these other variables. Although the country is recording national declines in overall crime and general increases in child and family well-being, it is unclear how and whether these trends are related to the decline in child sexual abuse.
Decline in Reporting
While the decline in reports and substantiated cases of child sexual abuse could reflect a real decline in the problem, it is also possible that these declines are com~l e t e l y or ~a r t l y due to factors unrelated . . .
to the actual incidence of sexual abuse. Onlv a subset of child sexual abuse cases are actually identified and reported t o a child protective service agency each year. A number of factors could have reduced the number of reports being made to these agencies, even if the yearly incidence of sexual abuse itself had not declined.
One possibility is that reporting behaviors have changed. For example, there could be an increased reluctance to report child sexual abuse because of a so-called child abuse backlash. Some researchers who have analyzed media coverage of child sexual abuse have found a more skeptical attitude toward the topic in the 1990's (Beckett, 1996; Myers, 1994) . According to these researchers, the dominant message of recent publicity about child sexual abuse has been that false allegations are frequent, that many innocent people are being unfairly stigmatized, and that professionals are being overly zealous in reporting possible cases of sexual abuse. a hose concerned about a backlash ~o i n t to increased activity by advocacy groups who distribute anti-CPS literature and support legislative initiatives to increase the rights of alleged perpetrators. As a result of this activity, victims and their confidants may have become more reluctant to seek help and professionals more reluctant to report their suspicions.
Another possibility is that the public and/ or ~rofessionals who are mandated to rep~& possible cases of child sexual abuse have become less vigilant about identifv--ing cases of sexual abuse and reporting them to CPS. There was an upsurge of public attention to this issue in the 1980'sgiven the public awareness campaigns, notable cases of sexual abuse publicized by the media, and the increased presence and reporting of potential victims. In the 1990's. however, there may have been some decline in the prominence of this issue, resulting in reduced reports.
It would be an unfortunate occurrence if, because of decreased attention, fewer true victims were being identified. However, it could also be that the public or professionals are reporting less child sexual abuse because they are better distinguishing between actual signs of sexual abuse and signs of other problems. For example, in the 1980's. a diagnosis of urinary tract infection (UTT) in a child may, by itself, have resulted in a call to a CPS agency. However, education over the past decade bas increased awareness that a UTI in a child can have many sources and that more evidence is necessary to make a report of suspected sexual abuse.
There is an additional possibility that could reduce the number of reports of child sexual abuse. Thirty years ago, when public awareness campaigns and prevention programs were initiated, many victims were identified whose experiences had previously gone unrecognized. It is likely that the upsurge in cases during the 1980's included many cases where the abuse had occurred over a long period of time or several years prior to the report. This reservoir of longer standing cases may have been reduced s o that each year an increasing proportion of reports are recent cases of abuse. This might appear as a decline in total cases even if the yearly incidence of sexual abuse remains the same.
Decline in Substantiation of Cases
Additional explanations for the decline in substantiated cases of child sexual abuse include events that could be occurring after a report is made to a CPS agency. It may be that fewer reports of sexual abuse are being investigated or that fewer investigations are being substantiated. A reduction in the number of investigations of alleged sexual abuse could he due to More and more of these agencics may be begiii screerlinrj out lei serious cases or Finally. there could also be changes that affect which investigations result in subexcluding certain types of (.asr.s, such as may i n othe'r ways incr(.iise the threshold stantiation. Given the criticisms that thev extr;rfamili;il child siwml atjust, or abuse:
for wiiat is ;ii-repteil l:,r invtastigation. that involves ;iilolrscent victims or offmdSonw evidcnw suggests that such r ers. CPS ayenrics imy ;il.;o l x requiring change in scrccwini: ilorrs orcur when tliat more rlr 1)cttt.r quality iniorrnatio~i be casi41,ads incrr;rsv (Wt.Lls. Il~~wriing, and availabh: I,thn. ii reuort is iiwt~stiuatril.
Fluke 19!41i, hilt it is unclear whv such Figure 9 : T h r e e Patterns R e p r e s e n t i n g State C h a n g e s in S u b s t a n t i a t e d Cases 
StateTrend Analysis
It appears likely that. in at least a few States, changes in policy and procedure are having a noticeable effect on the child sexual abuse trend. The authors looked more closely at child sexual abuse trends within each State with the hypothesis that if the decline in substantiated cases was the result of a policy or a programmatic change, a substantial part of the decline would occur over a period of a year or two. Three patterns were identified that depicted contrasting trends for all 47 States with available data (figure 9). These patterns were labeled "continuous decline," "disconti~iuous decline," and "Buctuating change." The continuous decline pattern described States that had seen a fairly substantial total decline in child sexual abuse cases (25 percent or more) over an extended period of time (at least three yearly declines since the peak year). However, if a State showed a particularly large decline (3' 3 percent or more) occurring within a single year, it was described as showing a discontinuous decline. Finally. States that reported either a total decline of less than 25 percent or fewer than three yearly declines since their peak [1992] [1993] [1994] [1995] [1996] [1997] [1998] [1999] [2000] .
were described as showing a pattern of policy or program change could adfluctuating change. These States were laequately account for the decline. Instead, hf'led as fluctuatins because most of them it is likely that the trends in these States saw notabie periods of decline that were are the result of more subtle changes. then offset hv vears in which the number Chanues in caseworkers' attitudes or a de-
of child sexual abuse cases increased.
The table above lists the States and their total percenta$e decline in child sexuai abuse cases for each of the three trend patterns. The discontinuous decline pattern occurred it1 13 States. As hypothesized, this suggests that a poiicy or progranl change may account for a large percentage of tlw total di.cline in these State% Howevrr. the trend in the majority of States (26) foiiowi.ci the continuous decline: pattcrn of a gradual decline orcurring over several y e w s For these States. it does not appear that an abrupt -clining incidence of child sexual abuse would. for example, affect the numbers of sexual abuse cases at a more gradual rate.
it is also important to keep in mind that aithough changes i n CPS attitudes and policy may at least partially account for the deciine in substantiated cases, these changes alone clearly d o not represent the entire picture. The parallel deciine in reports of child sexual abuse suggests that other factors. occurring before a case even reaches a child protective agency. must aiso be affecting the overall decline.
Implications
Each of the potential causes of the child sexual abuse deciine has important policy implications. If substantiated cases of child sexual abuse are declining because fewer chiidrtm are being sexually abused, this wouid he a major endorsement for the decade-long mobiiiration of public policy in this area. It would provide encourage ment for those working in the field and counter criticisms that characterize child sexual ;rbllsr prevention initiatives as naive and futile (Herrick and Gilbert. 1991; Melton. 1992) . it would prompt carefnl attcntion to identifying which kinds of cases were most readily being prevented and which kinds ilad heen most intractable.
If. by contrast. substantiated c;rses of child sexual aliuse arc, dedinini: because of changes in reporting or irivesti$ation standards, the implications for policy would depend on the source of the change and the reason for its impact on tile trmd. it could be that reporters of alleged child sexuai abuse cases are being more judicious and accurate about what they report or that investigators are more judicious and accurate in what they substantiate. Such a finding would support the effectiveness of training and education programs directed at mandated reporters and CPS investigators. However, it could also be that intimidation. negative attitudes about CPS, or increasingly stringent screening and investigation procedures are preventing more sexually abused children from receiving intervention and assistance. This would be a problematic development and wouid require immediate policy intervention.
Ultimately, if intimidation is a factor in the decline, policy interventions, such as proposals to revise laws governing the iiability of reporters, may be required. This scenario might aiso necessitate increasing and iinproving the training of professionals in identifying child st~xual abuse so that, when confronted by a case, they feel more confident in their decision to report. If the decline is due in part to changes in investigative standards, it would be important to identify whether such changes were the result of policy decisions or whether they simply rdlectcd idirrsyncratir changes in the attitudes i,f investisative staff. If there have bi:iv~ changes ill investigative pdicies that rtidiice the numhcr of childre11 identified as irctin~s, it would be inrportant to identify the ba.4~ for the3 changes. 14,r rxample, it w d d lie i~st'fui to ~I I O W wil~ther such c h a m p fi;td heen rnoted in resiwch and general professional practice or had been more reactive and politically based.
It is possible that CPS is redefining its role in such a way that other agencies (such as police and mental health) are taking respon sibility for cases that previously fell under the jurisdiction of CPS. If this is the case, it would be important to identify which cases are no longer being investigated or substan. tiated by CPS and to learn what is happening to the children involved in those cases. Are nonfamilial cases of child sexual abuse or less serious cases of child sexual abuse being more appropriately referred? Or are more cases falling through the cracks? Research will be necessary to provide clear answers to these questions.
Conclusion
While the evidence demonstrates that a dramatic decline in reports and substantiated cases of child sexual abuse has occurred, the reasons for the decline are less clear. The available data suggest that this decline is not simply explained by trends in other types of maltreatment but is instead something particularly affecting child sexuai abuse cases. It could be that the observed decline is the result of a decrease in the actual incidence of child sexual abuse, a change in reporting behavior, and/or policy and program changes within CPS. Although it may be difficult to sort through the possible causes of the decline, doing s o will provide a better gauge of efforts to protect children from sexual victimization.
Additional research is crucial to a better understanding of the causes of the decline in child sexual abuse. Further analysis of CPS administrative data could help determine the relationship between trends in initial reports, screened reports, and substantiated reports. Analysis of changes in the types of reporters, the ages of alleged victims, the characteristics of alleged perpetrators, and the characteristics of the abuse would provide information on the types of cases that have seen the greatest declines. Evaluation research is needed on changes in CPS policies and procedures so that the impact of these changes on child victims and their families can be better understood. Finally, the issues discussed in this Bulletin highlight the need for better justice system data about this crime, such as will be available when the National Incident-Based Reporting System becomes national in scope or as could be provided by a regularly conducted population survey concerning crimes against children.
Despite the dramatic nature of the decline in child sexual abuse cases and the importance of identifying its sources, a discussion of these issues has not yet made it to the public arena. Greater publicity has been given to other social indicators for which the declines have been less dramatic. Rates of general crime, child poverty, and teen births have declined at an equal or lesser rate than child sexual abuse, yet these declines have received more attention and have generated more discussion. This Bulletin is an attempt to direct similar attention to trends in child sexual abuse, in the hope that increased public attention will result in better assessment of the progress made to date in protecting children and ultimately will lead to improved future efforts.
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Crimes data can greatly alter the estimated reports. Wang and Harding (1999, p. 10) note that "within the 22 States providing data far both 1997 and 1998, the percentage of child sexual abuse cases remains consistent at 8 percent." If an Spercent average were used instead of 10 percent, the resulting estimate of child sexual abuse reports would be 252,320. This is still an Increase from 1997, but a more modest 13-percent increase compared with the reported 41-percent lncrease. This example highlights theneed for increased reliability and consistency in CPS administrative data s o that the pattern of child maltreatment can be interpreted with greater confidence.
4. Prevent Child Abuse America reported that in 1998, the latest year for which data are available, the total number nf maltreatment reuorts data), aggravated assault VCR dataj. child poverty, high school dropout. teen pregnancy, single parent households, teen suicide, and parent unemployment. Correlations between child sexual abuse and all other variables were small (r.0.12) and nonsignificant. 
